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Instagram is an effective way for companies to communicate directly with their customers, promote various events and initiatives, and build brand awareness. The fashion industry, in particular, has successfully embraced this platform and now uses it in strategic ways to achieve clear objectives. A recent example is Mishanonoo.com who showed their New York Fashion Week SS16 collection as an #instashow on Instagram.
This research investigates customer engagement as determined by the record of interactions on images presented by fashion brands on Instagram. The data is obtained from the Instagram API.
It uses a data-driven ratio analysis to show how the number of likes and comments made by users against images on Instagram demonstrates successful promotional campaigns by major fashion brands as evidenced by website statistics. This strength of user interaction is a result of the quality and style of images posted and an analysis of the visual aesthetic by a major fashion brand, Caroline Herrera, presented.
The study highlights the importance of marketers to gauge the user response to the promotional campaigns running on social media platforms. It is argued that the opportunities presented by social media require the organisation become a social enterprise, that is, in frequent and entertaining communication with its customers. 
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Social media networking is now the most popular online activity and a large part of this interaction involves sharing content on platforms such as Instagram. As a visual medium, this platform now has over 300 million members who share more than 70 million photos and videos each day (Beese, 2015). Opportunities have arisen for a whole new area of peer interaction of both a social and a commercial nature.
Among these opportunities is the possibility of inexpensive and regular communication by companies with its customers. The approach taken by leading companies has shifted from a traditional one-to-many communication (TV, radio, print) to a one-to-one approach. Procter & Gamble Chairman Bob McDonald says: 
Any medium that helps us create a one on one relationship with any consumer is what we want to do. An endpoint of marketing is a one-to-one relationship with any consumer. Digital allows that relationship. I want a one on one relationship with 7,000,000,000 people - where we can customise the offering. (Woodcock et al., 2011)
Instagram is a progressive platform as its features are continually being extended, for example, it has recently started offering advertising to large brands, and its audience is increasing. It is able to capture real ‘life’ moments by anyone with a cell phone, and allows unique experiences to be shared quickly and easily. For example, the fashion designer Misha Nonoo achieved almost 3000 followers in two days when she showed her SS16 collection at New York Fashion Week in September 2015.
One distinct and important feature of Instagram is that it is predominantly a mobile platform. Posts to the service can only be made on a mobile device, and as almost everyone with spending capacity in the Western world now has a cell phone it still has significant growth potential. 
This visual social application offers the ability to post pictures and 15-second videos wherever there is a mobile connection. The users of this social media are mostly females between the ages of 18-29 (37%) and 30-49 (17%) and are mostly urban and youthful (Duggan and Smith, 2013). 
Instagram gives fashion companies a creative and inclusive approach to enhancing brand awareness and developing relationships with customers.  For example, Top Shop, a brand name clothing company in the UK has 5.8 million followers. The company posts pictures of new collections and also short video clips daily (Topshop, 2015). The platform is a strategic communication tool for the company and is used to strengthen relationships with their customers. 
Instagram Marketing in the Fashion Industry 
More than half of online fashion retailers are certain that Instagram is the next big social network to impact e-commerce for the reason that these companies prefer strategies focusing on visual portfolio and brand awareness, instead of simply financing ad hoc campaign promotions (Lazazzera, 2015).
Instagram shows heavy use in fashion, with 65% of leading brands already having an active account, and 19% of those brands with more than 100,000 followers. The brands that are active post photos or videos at least once a week (Whiting and Despande, 2014).
Thus, Instagram is the most important social media marketing platform for fashion brands. Louis Vuitton, Victoria Beckham and Chanel each have over 6 million followers. While these statistics are not as large in comparison to the number of likes that those same brands have attracted (or purchased) on their Facebook pages - Louis Vuitton, for instance, has 17 million Facebook likes - they signal a real opportunity for brands to make an impression on an audience hungry for compelling visual content. According to a recent report by Exane BNP Paribas on luxury fashion brands, Instagram produces significantly higher consumer engagement at 93 percent - measured as the combination of likes and comments - than posts on either Facebook (6 percent) or Twitter (1 percent) (Sherman, 2015).
Conversations on Instagram
Companies strive to increase online traffic and ultimately their brand loyalty and sales. Customers connect with people, not the company. To connect as an individual you need to have real conversations, and have something to bring to the table that is valuable to the party on the receiving end.
The company therefore needs to create content that speaks to the different people they are hoping to connect with. Consistently reaching out and regularly posting will help build a community. Individual posts should share helpful content, information, facts, insight, trends, and relevant initiatives, and those posts should spark conversations through open and inviting dialogue.
Responsiveness is a required part of a conversation. A company needs to respond to their customer’s comments. On Instagram, a company can comment on their posts, for example the fashion brand Mango uses comments on almost half of their posts (59%) (Cukul, 2015). This gives visitors something to talk about and share with others and the company becomes part of the conversation.
Through these conversations, social media provides not only a source of market information, but gives the customer a voice. Users can ‘like’ images put out by the brand, comment on these, and share them with other people. Brands, in turn, can utilise social media to obtain ‘live’ information about consumer behaviour. In general, content on social media has to be directed to the customer, and importantly, comments made by customers should be read and responded to.
Conceptual Framework
As the fashion industry has embraced social media (and this earlier than other sectors), customer engagement (CE) with brands is now stronger than ever. To understand the nature of this engagement, research has taken a psychological approach to study the interaction between company and consumer. The engagement concept originated in psychology, sociology and organisational behaviour research: 
Customer engagement is a psychological state that occurs by virtue of interactive, co-creative customer experiences with a focal agent/object (e.g., a brand) in focal service relationships. (Brodie et al., 2011).  
The advertising Research Foundation acknowledges there is no single theory to explain engagement or how it works. Currently, engagement definitions include such concepts as attention, perception, emotion and social relations (Nelson-Field and Taylor, 2012). Further, this engagement occurs under different contexts, for example, at work, play or in various social situations, and as such, exists as a dynamic, interactive process that create value. CE also exhibits other relational concepts such as involvement, attachment and loyalty. 
For the purposes of this paper, we take CE to be a multidimensional concept subject to specific expressions of relevant cognitive, emotional and/or behavioural dimensions (Brodie et al., 2011), which, taken together, forms the engagement the user has with the brand. 
The record of this engagement is shown by the likes, comments and shares against each image posted by the brand. Any such action shows there exists some attachment to the brand. The strength or intensity of this attachment can be measured by the number of such actions and will determine the success or otherwise of the brand’s promotional material. 
Finally, as the user is reacting to an image, the data may also suggest why some images succeed and others do not. Thus a qualitative review of the images that achieve the most promotion is also possible.
Research Problem and Questions
Instagram is a business tool that has already demonstrated great potential to influence customer behaviour and increase sales. With the numbers of followers for high fashion brands reaching in the millions, it is clear that there are huge benefits to be gained by using this tool. 
However, measuring the effectiveness of social media is still in its infancy (Smith, 2013). More research needs to be done to understand and measure this engagement between customers and brand promotion. The measures below are used to determine the strength of engagement between the user and the brand, to determine if this engagement translates into successful promotion, and to provide a qualitative review of the images used by the brand.
1.	To determine if there is a correlation between the ratios of likes-over-followers and comments-over-followers.
2.	Whether user generated content, that is, the number of likes and comments, is related to the effectiveness of the brand promotion.
3.	To suggest a qualitative review of images that are succeeding on Instagram. 
Methodology
On Instagram, customer engagement is essentially a response to an image posted by a fashion brand. Understanding this consumer behaviour should rely on data that comes from Instagram itself, and so the Application Programming Interface provided by Instagram is used to obtain the data for analysis. A nonprobability sample was obtained, and since Instagram is not geographically constrained the sample is expected to be international.
User interaction on this platform is predominantly through the number of likes and comments that are seen against each image (users also share the images with their followers but this is less frequent and is not taken into account in this research). This data provides information on the promotional value of the brand image. When there are many likes and comments against an image it is clear that there is a stronger engagement or, in business terms, stronger promotion. 
For purposes of validity of this research, the following conditions have been used:
1.	There are different follower numbers on each brand due to how long they have been using Instagram, how frequently they post, and how much their images are appreciated by users. Consequently, to be able to compare brand against brand, we need to take the ratios of likes-over-followers and comments-over-followers.
2.	Only brands with follower counts of over 20,000 were considered. This was to ensure that the numbers in the snapshot, although changing after that snapshot date (followers would interact with the posts after data capture), would not change appreciably and so the ratios would remain approximately the same to ensure a correct analysis. 
3.	A sample size of 215 images was obtained over that period and the top 100 images in order of the highest likes-over-followers  ratio were considered.
4.	The data was collected over a period of several weeks, and the snapshot taken on the December 13, 2015. 
The tables in the appendices show the data capture on that date, and the trends and relationships between variables. 
Data Analysis and Discussion
The first objective was to determine if there is a correlation between the ratios of likes-over-followers and comments-over-followers. If so, that is, a significant number of users make both likes and comments, then there is a strong attachment to that image.




The second objective was to determine whether user generated content, that is, the number of likes and comments, is related to the effectiveness of the brand promotion. An increase in traffic to the website of the fashion brand would show effective brand promotion. 
The chart below shows that site visits to www.carolinaherrera.com (​http:​/​​/​www.carolinaherrera.com​), last updated December 10, 2015, has been increasing steadily over the past few months. Although no referral statistics from Instagram to its website are available for the brand, it can be argued that as there is an increase in site visits over the same period, there is definite promotional value in the Instagram posts. (Carolinaherrera.com site overview, 2015)


The third objective was to present a qualitative review of images that succeed on Instagram. The chart in Appendix 1 shows the images, in descending order of the highest likes-over-followers ratio. It also shows the ratio of likes and followers and the total number of likes on the snapshot date.
Four out of the top five images in order of highest likes-over-followers ratio (below) are from the Carolina Herrera brand and show elegant yet wearable dresses in various contexts. 


It appears that the more ‘edgy’ or ‘contemporary’ images (also shown in the appendix) have lower ratios and are not so favoured by the majority of users.
Conclusion
Social media allows conversations between companies and their customers, as well as encouraging customers to share their thoughts on news, trends and events with others. This is particularly useful/relevant in the fashion industry which can be seen as more image enhancing rather than need satisfying. In this sector, social media is used to create an interest in and a desire for products and services, usually by promoting an aesthetic and lifestyle attractive to customers. It is now a key component of its advertising campaigns. 
The motivation of this research was to develop a data-derived analysis of the behaviour of customers on Instagram. The visual nature of this social platform encourages customer engagement and triggers cognitive, emotional and/or behavioural reactions in consumers. Businesses such as Carolina Herrera (and many others) use this platform to reach out to a global audience. Interaction by the consumer indicates an attachment to the fashion brand. 
This paper shows that such engagement - the likes and comments against each image - is significant in successful promotions and would translate into purchases by customers. It also demonstrates that Instagram users are receptive to visually pleasing branded content.
Instagram use brings two clear advantages to a fashion company. Firstly, it can convert the costly process of finding customers to a more efficient and effective ‘two-way street’ where customers can find the firm as well. Secondly, having found customers, social media can allow the firm to engage them in ways that both encourage loyalty and manage expectations, which has an impact on the bottom line.
It is important to recognise that this research also shows that the opportunities presented by social media require the organisation become a social enterprise, that is, in frequent and entertaining communication with its customers. Instagram is a very effective platform to achieve this.

Limitations and Further Research
The scope of this research was limited to Instagram, however, it is likely that similar research would show the same observations apply to other social media as well such as Facebook and Twitter.
It is interesting to note that the response rate of just over 2% of likes-over-followers is the highest achieved (see Appendix 2). More research should be conducted to determine why this is the case, and how it compares with other social media platforms.
The 215 sample size of this study was relatively small; a larger sample, say over 1000, is recommended for replication of studies on this and other visual social media.
More data should be collected on the psychological aspect of engagement with images to obtain a deeper assessment of the underlying reasons and motivations.
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Misha Nonoo’s Spring Summer 2016 collection as an #instashow on Instagram
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